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Dear God, by whatever names you are called—Yahweh, Adonai, Elohim, Allah, Holy One, Mysterium Tremendum—right now, I choose to address you as Divine Lover, Eternal Comforter, Creator and Healer—names that convey a promise that many of us desperately need to hear.
I write for several reasons, God, one of which is the fact that your reputation is taking a beating.  Though you are not being charged with causing deaths directly, you are being criticized for not preventing deaths.  The broadsides against you are unfair, of course, but they are real and not without a detrimental impact on other people as well as on your good name.  I know this is nothing new for you.  Why, it was even said that you sent Jesus into the world so that he could be killed.  Long before that, though, in ancient times, people leveled charges against you that often were even more crass and brutal than those directed at you today.  You were accused of wiping out vast populations because of your anger at them.  People cited a command from you as their reason for pillaging villages, taking for themselves materials that were not theirs, and killing children and women as well as men.  
Frankly, God, I have grown fearful of people who, with a total lack of humility, boast that they are acting in your name.  My experience is that arrogant certitude about your divine will almost always degenerates into a vigilante-type selfishness crusading as holiness.  I know that is problem related to a sick religious fanaticism.  But, you get the blame.
Honestly, God, (and please know that I mean no disrespect in making this confession) I understand, at least in part, the temptation for people to load you down with blame for tragic situations.  Most of us have little tolerance for complexity in our theology or for the reality of second causes.  So, we articulate beliefs by which we back ourselves into a corner from which we have no escape except by means of the blame game.  
 
Orthodox theology describes you as omnipotent, all powerful.  These terms of adoration are intended to communicate our awe and reverence in relation to you.  However, when we set those affirmations of divine attributes set against the backdrop of the kind of devastation of a whole region caused by forces of nature snuffing out the lives of all kinds of people, suddenly our words of adoration engender questions in thoughtful minds. If you, God, really are the omnipotent creator, the all powerful sovereign of the universe, then it stands to reason that you can do anything you please. Specifically, that means you could have prevented the devastation.  I believe you could have prevented it!  That is to say I believe you have the potential to still forceful winds and to halt thrashing waves!  No wonder, then, skeptics charge that either you are not all powerful or you are not all good, arguing that you cannot be both and allow your creation to suffer the death and destruction that some of us have experienced and others of us have observed over the past several days.  You know the old thesis:  If you are all powerful, you could have prevented the devastation.  And, if you could have prevented the devastation and allowed it to happen, then, you are not all good.
A few days ago, I watched a television journalist interview a man whose family survived hurricane Katrina without a scratch, though hunkered down in one of the hardest hit spots on the Gulf Coast.  The man told the reporter that he and his family felt very blessed and were most thankful to God for their safety.  Of course, he would say that.  But how do that man’s very sincere words of gratitude sound to people who did not survive the storm without a scratch, who survived with nothing but scratches, hurts, hunger, fear, and sores?  If the members of that one family were blessed and thankful, does that mean those scores of people who suffered much worse conditions were cursed and doomed to resentment?  If so, how did you choose whom to bless and whom to curse?  Did you decide who would survive the storm; and, if so, what were the criteria for your judgment?  Even the hint of such divine discrimination hurts your reputation and causes a spiritual hurricane in our souls.
I remember so well, from years past, a much quoted sound bite from that guy who called himself “the chaplain of Bourbon Street.”  He said, as I recall, “If God doesn’t destroy New Orleans, he will have to apologize to Sodom and Gomorrah.”  No doubt, some people will venture such a “self-righteous” assessment regarding the destruction of the Crescent City.  
But, who do they think they are?  Were the sins of the flesh in New Orleans worse than the sins of power in Washington or the sins of economics in New York or the sins perpetrated on migrant workers in southern California and south Texas?  Who of us is morally clean enough to call down fire on or justify a hurricane amid those whom we condemn?  Even if, by some stretch of the imagination, we envision ourselves as fit to make such astounding judgments, we immediately disqualify ourselves for such a role by noting Jesus’ propensity always to consider such moral arrogance and other sins of the spirit to be far worse in nature than sins of the body.  
The despicable, disturbing behavior of those who loot stores, steal property, foment violence, and even attack persons seeking to help alleviate suffering is a ready target for more judgment.  “See,” some people have said, “See, these people don’t deserve help. They are heathens who help us understand the reason that God would be angry with this city.”  Outright meanness cannot be denied.  But, God, I don’t like they way I feel about the people who are saying those things about people whom they do not know except by a glance at them on a television screen.  
Let me be as honest as I know how to be, God.  I do not know what I would do were I placed in a situation of such extremities and hopelessness as that in which scores of people in New Orleans found themselves.  I am sure that if someone I cared about were in need of food and clean water and I could secure those items only by taking from a demolished store packets of food and bottles of water that soon would be inedible and unusable, I would take them and share them as did some of the poor, some of the mean, and some of the police in New Orleans.  If I had no way to get away from the threat of eminent death except by stealing a car or a truck and trying to get out of harm’s way, I am not sure that I would not do that (or that I should not do that).  But, God, the judgments about people who made those kinds of choices are swirling with a level of insensitivity and indiscrimination like that of the wind storm that we call Katrina.
God, help me if needs be, but I see no clear line of moral demarcation between the actions of people crazed by hunger, thirst, fear, and filth in the Super Dome or in the streets of the devastated cities and the attitudes of those in safe, dry places, who with a bottle of spring water in hand and a hot meal waiting on their table, suggest that all of those agents of disorder should be shot.  Who holds the moral high ground—not the man who, for the first time in his life, can walk into a hardware store and leave carrying a television set that he never thought he would be able to possess, but not the woman hundreds of miles away from the stench of death who looks down her powdered nose at the scenes of looting broadcast on a fine, flat-screen television set and, with great indignation, asks why the police do not just shoot these awful people as she takes a bite of a sandwich and brushes a crumb from it off her Jones of New York suit.  God, both of those people are irrational as are most of us.  In times of extremity, primitive behavior often erupts with such force that some of us fall back into a nasty racial prejudice that should have been eradicated long ago even as others descend into the depths of hatred and violence that bring about stealing even possessions that never can be used.  It’s crazy, God.  It’s crazy!
I will be greatly surprised if I ever learn that you, God, do not make us and treat us with equanimity—all of us.  Each of us has the potential for doing great good and the potential for doing great evil.  Most of us tilt toward one or the other but never far from the potential for both to find expression through us.  When, we are honest with ourselves, we are well aware that neither our walk on the heights of glory or our trudging through valleys of despair give us the right to judge other people for where they are and for what they are doing.
O God, if you, destroyed New Orleans because of its wickedness, then millions of us better look for a place to run for safety before our property is ravaged and you best apologize for a lot of innocent children and scores of really good people being destroyed by accident as you sought to swat out evil.
God, I know that you do not need me to defend you; you can do that for yourself.  I know as well that likely will not happen; you will not say a mumbling word.  You are so concerned about people’s freedom of choice and the integrity of creation that you will not risk compromising either by venturing an explanation of what has happened.  It is just as well.  I fear that most people would not pay much attention even if you offered such an explanation.  You will just continue demonstrating a love that will not let us go, a grace that will always be there for our taking but never imposed upon us, and a promise for the future undiminished by the devastation and depression of the present.
I know the explanations, God, the answers to many of the questions of “Why?”  I say that thoughtfully, not boastfully.  Philosophers and theologians have been dealing with these answers for centuries under the high-minded title of theodicy—a thoughtful explanation of the presence of evil in a world created by a good God, the reason for hurricanes and tornadoes on a landscape intended for health and peace.  Biblical truth is the foundation for many of these explanations.  They are practical as well as philosophical.
First, you, God, are not synonymous with nature—nature is not another name for who you are.  We often get mixed up about all of that or completely disregard it.  That is why we make you responsible for all kinds of strong winds and high waves and flooding rains.  Why, insurance companies even indulge in a form of pop-theology writing into their homeowners’ policies exemptions that protect them from coverage for damage done by “acts of God.”  There!  You see the extent of your bad reputation.  But, of course, none of that is true.  You are God, not nature.
You gifted us with a creation as beautiful as it is wonderful, a creation that operates under natural law.  The dynamics of cause-and-effects circumstances provide insights into why certain events take place.  A collision of hot and cold air causes violent storms.  Wind gusts swirling over the too-hot waters of an ocean swell into hurricanes that go with the currents and indiscriminately sweep with terrific force across everything in their paths.  That is nature at work, not you.  
To be sure, our actions can affect nature.  We can weaken the ozone layer and contribute to global warming.  We can eradicate wet lands that offer much needed protection for the earth and its inhabitants. We can erode soil that leaves a terrain with no protection against flooding.  But, you, God, you do none of this.  You no more map the paths of hurricanes than you decide which person on the banks of a bayou will catch a fish and which one will go home only with a bit of unbitten bait.   You do not cause the storms that swirl into our lives, though you do stay with us in the storms.
Then, too, there is this huge matter of freedom.  Having created us in your image, you gave us freedom—an ability to make decisions, good or bad, freedom to determine the direction of our lives.  Through the ages, you rigorously have protected that freedom, leaving us to make bad choices when you wanted good, allowing us to practice self-determination rather than move only in compliance with your counsel.
God, even as I write and speak about natural law with its cause-and-effect consequences and freedom as a divine gift to increase the dignity of our humanity, I know the ineptness of rational explanations for hurtful situations to comfort mourning or to ease deep-seated emotional pain.  I cannot remove from the ears and eyes of my memory the grandfather from Biloxi holding the hands of his two young grandchildren.  He had just seen his wife swept from his hands by torrents of water ripping their house apart and leaving him with two young children and the ache of a wife now gone.  I am sure that, if he were overhearing my words to you about the gift of freedom, he would say, “Gift, hell.  I don’t want freedom, I want my wife back.  I want my house.  I want a future for these children.  I am lost, do you understand, lost!”  I do understand.
Things could be different.  That is a fact. You could take over our lives and control them.  You could make the dynamics of nature in this world subservient to your will.  You could turn the whole of creation into a giant stage on which we move as puppets controlled by your work as an out-of-view marionette.  You could turn us into robots that move only when and how you direct.  You could take charge of the rain, the wind, and the waters.  Then, we could be spared the devastation of hurricanes, floods, and the like.  
Indeed, everything would change, including our basic identity.  Absolute safety and security would reign at the expense of our identity.  No longer would we be persons.  Never again would we know the pleasure of touching the warmth of the skin that covers another individual’s body.  No longer would we know the joy of feeling the beating of a heart against our chest or the rhythm of a heart beat against the chest of one whom we love.  Yes, there would be no more hurricanes and no more relationships, no more floods and no more faith, no more tornadoes and no more friends, spouses, lovers, children and grandchildren.  Though we would have no dread, we also would have no dreams, no vision, and no experience of the ecstasy of intimacy. 
O God, our lives and our world are wonderfully and fearfully made.  Sometimes that seems so good.  Right now, though, our emotions over-ride our reason and it all looks pretty bad.
Well, God, that’s enough from me.  Unlike the ancient prophet Habakkuk, I am not perched atop some watchtower waiting for you to respond to me so that, at the first sound of your voice, I can lay into you more and presume to give you counsel on how better to run your world.  I have no expectation of you making rational what is irrational.  I do not anticipate you answering all of my questions with neat, carefully worded replies.  I don’t need any more response from you than you already have made.
You promised to be with us in the valley of the shadow of death even as on mountaintops, when we are plodding painfully trying to get one foot in front of another even as when we are soaring as if on the wings of eagles.  And, you have kept your promise, meeting us in a presence as personal as it is filled with love.  You will not spare us the dark valleys, as the psalmist realized, but you will walk through those valleys with us.  You will not stand in the way of us relishing our anger and defiantly dabbling in doubt, but neither will you allow either our doubt or our anger to scare you away from us.  You will wait with patience until we are ready once again to taste hope and be touched by peace.  You will not shield us from tears but you will weep with us and use the tears to moisten the path that takes us into a severe mercy and to a wounded joy.
God, I just needed to get some things off my chest and out of my head.  Having said all of that, I do not want to run the world or tell you how to run the world.  I am profoundly grateful for our freedom and harshly resistant to the idea of religion as control.  I don’t want to be a robot; I value the human heart. I prefer to face the risks of freedom than to be the subject of tyranny.  
I choose not only to respect and reverence you as God but to love you.  It is because I love you that I come to you from time to time with protests, complaints, and nagging questions.  It is not that I want to change you—heavens no—I want you to change me.  I will speak to you and write to you on days when I can articulate nothing but pain and a flirtation with deep depression that allow me to do little more than scream, “Help.”  But, God, I also will speak to you on days when I have plummeted to the depths of gratitude and felt grace and scaled the lofty heights of joy that made it impossible, even had I wanted to, to repress an exclamation of “Hallelujah.”
Dear God, Divine Lover, Holy Comforter, I write to you with pleas for help for all who hurt today and requests for comfort for all who will grieve for a long time to come.  I want you to know that I would rather be in a loving relationship with you amid a freedom that involves hurt, than to be free of pain, rid of grief, immune from worry, and sure of security but without your love, devoid of grace, and denied the grand privilege of worshiping you in body, with spirit and truth.
I am sure you do not need to see my signature on this communiqué.  But, please, God, hear me whisper with my heart what I write with my hand, “So be it, God.  So be it.”  Amen.   


